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 
The East Africa higher education system has continued to be characterised by a diversity
of quality assurance systems, thereby posing difficulties in establishing comparability and
compatibility of higher education systems and standards among the universities as well as
internationally. However, currently several universities are now participating in the Inter-
University Council for East Africa (IUCEA) common quality assurance system, which aims
at harmonising higher education standards in East Africa thereby promoting comparability
of academic programmes among universities, based on regional benchmark standards. The
system also focuses on enhancing student mobility in East Africa and beyond. The IUCEA
Handbook that has been developed,  establishes quality assurance procedures and benchmark
standards. Many universities in East Africa now use the Handbook, which has been piloted
for use in conducting self-assessment as well as external peer review at programme level. Both
public and private universities participate in this initiative through a voluntary process. The
training of quality assurance coordinators at the participating universities and regulatory
agencies in Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda has also been conducted. The system incorporates
international quality assurance practices and those specific to individual universities and
countries in East Africa. This will ensure the need to maintain institutional and national
autonomy. The system has evolved a regional network of quality assurance experts as
institutional coordinators or regional peers. It has also established a number of issues that are
taken for granted including curricula design that did not incorporate aspects of programme
expected learning outcomes, among others. Many challenges have emerged, which the
participating universities, the IUCEA and regulatory agencies will need to continuously
address. The paper highlights these developments from the perspective of a private university
that has previously followed an external quality assurance system and one of the regulatory
agencies in East Africa.
 
That higher education is among the key factors that foster socio-economic development cannot
be overemphasised. However, in Africa, with the continental average gross enrolment rate being
only about 5 percent, higher education has remained an underdeveloped sector, hence its impact
to the regions’ socio-economic development has continued to be rather minimal. Because of poor
economic situation as well as other factors higher education continues to receive less priority in
many African countries. The sector has suffered persistent neglect for a long time regarding renewed
and expanded investments. In addition, political systems in some countries have also suppressed
the growth and prosperity of higher education because frequently academic freedom comes into
the oil prices in the mid 1970 was in fact the beginning of African countries shunning investment
in higher education development. The situation became even more compounded when the World
Bank discouraged further investments in higher education in African countries because the Bank
considered such investment to have no socio-economic returns.
 

It is only recently that the World Bank has changed its stance after realising the value to investment
in higher education and Africa’s socio-economic development (World Bank, 2009). Following this
new view and the demise of the cold war, liberal socio-economic reforms in most African countries
have been fostered, with increased attention on higher education reforms. The reforms included the
promotion of public-private partnership in higher education investment. This has been happening
in tandem with the expansion of basic education outputs, particularly among the East African
countries.  These developments and the realisation of the value of higher education to the prosperity
and improved social standing of those who have successfully attained such education, has prompted
an unprecedented demand pressure for access to higher education in all east African countries and
the rest of Africa. The situation has therefore stimulated a sporadic expansion of higher education
in African countries. However, resources required for such an expanded higher education system
remain disappointingly inadequate, thereby posing a serious threat to the quality of education being
provided.
While such a threat continues to prevail, the advent of globalisation  leading to the emergence of
a new world economic order has made education to be among tradable goods across borders. Thus,
this new phenomenon requires the imposition of safeguards to maintain the quality of education
provided nationally and across national borders.  In other words, with education being one of
the key commodities in the global market, there is a critical need to ensure that higher education
systems nationally and regionally are harmonised and conform to international quality assurance
benchmark standards.  This would ensure comparability and compatibility of education standards
nationally as well as across borders, thereby encouraging establishment of effective regulatory
frameworks nationally and regionally.
In view of the above context, harmonisation of higher education and quality assurance systems
to conform to regional and international benchmarks has the advantage of promoting student, staff
and programme mobility nationally as well as across borders. Such a scenario would then stimulate
establishment of appropriate systems of credit accumulation and transfer between institutions and
international benchmarks, promotion of national and regional educational dimensions within
recognised higher education areas, and comparability of higher education outputs and graduates
The rapid increase in the demand for access to higher education in East Africa during the
past years has fostered the need for institutions to safeguard their education quality so as to ensure
a competitive edge over other competing providers.  Furthermore, the already existing foreign
higher education providers such as USIU based in Nairobi Kenya, have opted to follow a dual
accreditation system. Thus, the USIU is required to adhere to the Kenyan Commission for Higher
Education as well as the American quality assurance system, in order to ensure that the education
provided has the national as well as international characteristics. With the advent of the regional
quality assurance system being introduced by IUCEA, such universities will also be required to
adhere to that system.

 
The need to safeguard and harmonise the quality of education in Africa amidst the many challenges
the continent continues to face has prompted the African Union (AU) to commit itself to invoke
strategies that will lead to a harmonised African higher education system, as part of implementation
of the Second Decade of Education for Africa (SDEA, 2006 – 2015; AAU, 2006; 2007a; 2007b).
SDEA focuses on harmonisation of higher education programmes in African institutions so as
to foster cooperation in information exchange, harmonisation of higher education procedures
will lead to the development and maintenance of a continental framework for higher education
integrated into a common continental system. Therefore, the implementation strategies of SDEA
in that regard. These include the  EAC  whose institution handling higher education affairs is the
IUCEA.
Established in 1980, the IUCEA is mandated to foster and coordinate inter-university
cooperation in the region, facilitate strategic development of the member universities, and control
and promotion of the quality of higher education in the region through the development and
application of a harmonised quality assurance framework. Therefore, the IUCEA is the appropriate
body of EAC to participate in the implementation of SDEA as stated above.
 
Within its mandate and in order to safeguard and foster the quality of higher education in East Africa,
as well as to promote the comparability and compatibility of higher education in the region, in 2006
the IUCEA in collaboration with the regulatory agencies in Kenya (CHE), Tanzania (Tanzania
Commission for Universities – TCU) and Uganda (National Council for Higher Education –
NCHE) initiated a process to introduce a common quality assurance system for universities in
East Africa. The system was aimed at aligning the existing quality assurance systems of individual
universities and regulatory agencies to a common but not uniform system. Most of the existing
quality assurance systems are currently not well structured and are not comparable from one
university to another. Within this initiative it is envisioned that the new system would be based on
the existing systems at the universities and the national regulatory agencies, and aligning the new
system to the international framework.
In order to ensure harmony of the regional system as well as the quality assurance instruments
and procedures to be used, a handbook was developed with materials based on the quality assurance
manuals being used by the regulatory agencies in the three countries. The handbook titled A Road
Map to Quality, Handbook for Quality Assurance in Higher Education providing a common framework
for quality assurance instruments and processes in the region was subsequently developed, thereafter,
it was adopted by a number of individual universities. However, each country and university will
adopt the Handbook materials according to the appropriateness of the national and institutional
situations.
Volume 11.  gives the guidelines for self-assessment at programme level.
Volume 22.  covers guidelines for external programme assessment.
Volume 33.  spells out guidelines for self-assessment at institutional level.
Volume 44. covers the implementation of a quality assurance system.
Volume 55.  has not yet been developed but will cover the higher education scenario in East
Africa.
 
conducting self and external assessment for an initial cohort of 22 universities (8 in Kenya, and 7
each in Tanzania and Uganda). The universities that participated in the pilot assessment (internal as
well as external or peer reviews) consisted of those already having established institutional quality
assurance systems as well as the ones previously not having such systems. Furthermore, the pilot
assessment process included the USIU, which is also using the American system of accreditation.
 
All the 22 universities successfully carried out the pilot self-assessment of one or two of the following
disciplines: Business Studies, Agriculture, Engineering and Computer Science/Information
Technology.  At the end of the pilot self (internal) assessment each university produced a report,
the Self Assessment Report (SAR) whose contents were based on the outcome of the self-assessment
exercise was being carried out in most universities in East Africa, the SAR varied greatly in their
Handbook instruments in conducting a programme self-assessment process using the common East
African quality assurance system.
Based on the outcome of the pilot self-assessment, suggestions were made to improve the
Handbook instruments, including formulation of the questionnaires and reformulating the quality
assurance model.  That improvement has already been made. Furthermore, it was the pilot self-
its portability and use-friendliness.
 
In order to establish an external overview of the pilot self-assessment process that was carried out
by the 22 universities, peer reviews were conducted, also at a pilot level. Since peer review is a new
Business Studies, Agriculture, Engineering and Computer Science/Information Technology. After
a two-year  day training session, the peers drawn from participating universities in Kenya, Tanzania
and Uganda, and joined with German experts carried out the reviews of the pilot programmes in
November 2008. The review of the remainder 12 programmes carried out in February 2009.
Each panel of peers consisted of one expert from each of the other two countries, one from a
different local university, a German expert, and a representative of the national regulatory agency
who usually acted as the secretary.  This panel composition was meant to ensure objectivity of the
peer process. The SAR as well as the Handbook instruments pertaining to external programme
reviews guided that process.  Since the peer review reports have not yet been discussed, at this
stage we cannot state the outcome of the process. Nonetheless, the outcome of the peer review is
expected to guide the improvement of the East African quality assurance system.
 
This article has outlined the process that the IUCEA in collaboration with the regulatory agencies
in Kenya (CHE), Tanzania (TCU) and Uganda (NCHE) have embarked upon to introduce a
common quality assurance system for universities in East Africa. In this process, the IUCEA has
already established a quality assurance unit that will coordinate the system. On the other hand, the
universities are at different stages of establishment of their quality assurance systems. Furthermore,
most of the universities have enthusiastically accepted the system and they consider it to be a viable
approach towards harmonisation of the quality of higher education in East Africa.

system at the universities, inertia towards embracing the system among the university stakeholders,
and streamlining the student evaluation procedures as part of the quality assurance process.  It
can however be foreseen that in the near future the quality assurance system will gain strength
of universities within this process institutions in Burundi and Rwanda, countries that were recently
admitted as members of the EAC have also been included in this programme.
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